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The European pond turtle Emys orbicularis (L.) 
in Hungary 

B. Farkas 


Abstract 

The current knowledge about the 
European pond turtle Emys orbicularis 
(L.) in Hungary is summarized. Although 
large self-sustaining populations still seem 
to exist, E. orbicularis is more and more 
exposed to a decreasing availabilty of sui¬ 
table habitats. Detailed autecological stu¬ 
dies are missing. In recent years, several 
conservation and monitoring programs 
were initiated for this protected species. 
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Taxonomy 


Morphology 


Fig. 1: 

Dark-coloured male from the Borcmka 
landscape protection area, Dyna-Dravy 
National Park 
(Photo: B. UrvAfii). 


TTte taxonomic status of Hungarian pond 
turtles remain questionable. According to 
Fritz (1992), Fritz & Gbst U995), and Far¬ 
rar et at. (1998), specimens of the so-called 
Danube popular urn are distinct morphologi¬ 
cally (considerably smaller and lighter in 
colouration) from northern conspecifrcs assign 



Fig. 2 : 

Distribution of Emys orbicularis in 
Hungary, modified after Bako et at. 
(1992). Open squares represent "old" 
(up to 1970), filled squares "new" or 
"newly confirmed" (after 1970) 
records. 


neJ to Emys Orbiouhms orbiculoru (LlNNAEl S 
1758). However, Le\k et ah (1998) have 
shown that some populations in the western 
part of the range occupied by the nominate 
form share the same mitochondrial haplotvpe 
with the Danube population. In case the latter 
population will he given subspecific rank in 
the future, the name E o sptfrki (DlR!GJEN. 
1897) must be applied (Fritz 1998). 


According to DEiV (1978), in Hungary 
males of the European pond turtle grow to 
111.7-195.0 mm carapace length (CL), while 
females reach 101.8-173.2 mm CL, whereas in 
most other parts of the distribution area fema¬ 
les are larger than males. The largest male 
reported by F.ARKAS er al. (1998), deposited in 
the Magyar Term&rettudomanyi Museum. 
Budapest, measures 164.0 mm CL, while the 
CL ot tlie largest available female i> 183.0 mm, 
corresponding fairly closely with data provi¬ 
ded hv Roller (1999) for an Austrian popu¬ 
lation. 

As suggested by FarKAS et al. (1998), 
European pond turtles from Hungary are gene¬ 
rally lighter in colouration than northern 
conspecifics. Especially females tend to possess 
a predominantly yellow plastron and throat. 
The iro of males is often reddish. 


Distribution and habitat 

Most Hungarian authorities consider 
E. orfeiadaris (Fig. 1) a widely distributed *pe- 
ties that occurs in “almost alt flat land sta¬ 
gnant and flowing waters wirh a slow current** 
(Deli 1978). Habitats in Hungary include 
ponds and lakes, irrigation channels, side-arms 
ot rivers, swamp*, marshes and their vicinity. 
Fbh ponds often harbour substantial populati¬ 
ons of pond turtles. According to DEtv (1996) 
"it is not present at higher altitudes unless the 
water k>dies inhabited by it have a muddy or 
sundv bottom". There are records from altitu- 
dev of 26C - 300 m in the Pills (Csikos- and 
Rekenyes-to. SZABO 1955: Csikovan-io. Cs 
GULYAS Kj> pers. comm,), the Bakony (Gvula- 
tiritdt, Marian I98S) and the Matra moun- 
tains (Gyungydsorosii, SOLTI &. VARGA 1984), 
but these populations seem to have been 
introduced and are probably extinct today 
(with the likely exception of that of Csi- 
kovari-to), as are those that formerly occupied 
the grear Hungarian plain (Marias 1998). It 
is also speculated that E orbicukm from Lake 
Balaton was at least m part introduced 
(et- Marian 1998). BaJCo er al (1992) sugge¬ 
sted that the distribution area of £, orbicularis 
in Hungary is relatively well known (Fi^ 2). 
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Although new sites became known, recent 
data suggest that populations are seriously dec¬ 
lining throughout the country, Emvs 
ris has disappeared e.g. from huge parrs of the 
Kiskunsag National Park (Figs* 3* 4) within a 
few decades. Most interestingly, it does nor 
seem to thrive even under apparently optimal 
conditions (PECHY & HaRASZTHV 1997). 


Population size 


No estimates are available abour the >i:e 


of current populations, neither on a regional 
nor Leal level (KoRh>£ 1997), Nevertheless. 
Pec hy & HARASZTHV (1997) believe the 
country population as a whole to be sufficient' 
Iv large and sustainable for long-term viability. 


Fig. 3: 

Basking European pond turtle in its 
habitat at Dubas, Kiskunsag National 
Park 

(Photo: Z, KOftSOS). 


Fossil records 

Pleistocene remains assigned to E. orbicu - 
laris are known from Dana aim 3s. Kislang, 
Budapest and Uppony (SzALAl 1934, 
Mlynarskj 1966. Fritz 1995). Subfossil 
material of this species lias been recovered 
from e.g. Avar and Lungohard cemeteries in 
Balatom:eplak-fels5, Bagyog and Vors, respec¬ 
tively (Dav 1952, 1965, FRITZ 1996). Clem- 
mys mekdyi KoRMOS, 1911, for a long time 
considered a synonym of E. irrhiculorts, descri¬ 
bed from the Early Pleistocene of Surra, was 
shown by Fritz & FaRKas (1996) to belong to 
the genus CJemmydopsis. 




Fig. 4; 

Adult female 
Emys orbicu t a - 
ris from Da has, 
Kiskunsag 
National Park 
(photo A. GOr). 


129 




© Biologiezentrum Linz/Austria; download unter www.biologiezentrum.at 



Fm. 51. Rossler (l 999) reported that in A us* 
ma hatchlings occasionally hibernate in the 
nest and leave their underground e ham her hy 
early April at the latest. 

Mating (Fig. 61 takes place in May, when 
"male* are fiercely fighting for their dominan¬ 
ce” (Fechy & HaraSZTHy 1997) However, 
Marian & SZABO {1961) observed mating 
pond turtles all summer in their study area at 
Like Balara in the vicinity of Somogyszob. 
They concluded that the location of nesrs 
depended on rhe humidity of rhe soil and thus 
its relative elevation, its compactness, and its 
Orientation. In drier areas particularly favou¬ 
red bv temales, nests were sometimes located 
only a few centimeters from each other 
Nesting chambers were 80-90 mm in depth 
and 70-80 nun in width. The uppermost eggs 
were covered hy an approximately 50 mm 
thick layer ut sand. In the area concerned, 
nesting activity was observed m June and, 
more rarely, in the first days of July, Tile num¬ 
ber of eggs per nest was 4-9 (6 in average). 
Eggs measured 30-41 mm in length and 17-25 
mm in width, and hatched in August or Sep¬ 
tember. Hatchlings had a CL of 25-26 mm. a 
plastron length of 19-23 mm, and a tail length 
of 17-20 mm. Their mass was 2.7-5.5 g. Else¬ 
where in Hungary, the maximum number of 
eggs per nest is given as 1! ( DelY 1978) or 12 
(FEchv & Hara^zthy 1997K which is lev* 
than reported hy ROSSLER [ 1999) for an Aus¬ 
trian population (nun, * 10, max. = 15). The 
average CL of Austrian hatchlings {2.65 mm l 
closely matches that of the Somogy hatch¬ 
lings, while rhe average ma» 0.26 g) signifi¬ 
cantly surpasses char given hv MajuAK 6s. 
SzabO (1961L 

MMUas 6c SZAft: 1 t 19611 suggested that 
at the end of July or early in August a second 
dutch might K* produced, hut did nor indica¬ 
te w hether these eggs might hatch in the same 
or in rhe subsequent year. 

Predators include badgers [Meles meles), 
foxes (Vtdpes tidpes), wild boars (5 us saofa) 
and feral dogs (Cams lugus /omilioris) that 
mainly prey on eggs and hatchlings* while 
adults are occasionally hunted hv white-tailed 
eagles tHoiiocrus aiAciiL) (MaRIAK & SZABe 
1%1. Dely 1978, PECHY Ha&ascthY 1997) 


Fig, 5; 

Hatchling, photographed early May at 
Dabas, Kiskunsag National Park 
(Photo: Z, Korsos). 


Habits and ecological aspects 

No comprehensive biological and ecologi¬ 
cal studies have ever been performed un Euro¬ 
pean pond turtles in Hungary, Observations 
on the local natural history is included in 
more general taunistic literature. 

According cu Dely (1978), the activity 
period of E. orbtcuLmj Lists from mid-April 


Fig. $: 

Mating European pond turtles photo¬ 
graphed in situ at Dabas, Kiskunsag 
National Park. Note reddish iris of 
male 

(Photo: A. Gor). 


until late October or early November, whereas 
Pb HY 6* HaraszTNY (1997) recorded active 
pond runles a? early as 8 March (1997) at 
Kunadacs. The first basking individuals at 
Ocsa were observed on 15 March (1993, 
1994) (per>, ofeservd, while at Dabas a hatch- 
ling show ing nc* sign of growth seen 
moving around on Land on 9 May (1997; 
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No other birds, such as crows (Corvus spp.) 
have been reported as predators of pond turt- 
les (as suggested by ROSSLER [1999] for an 
Austrian population) in the Hungarian literal 
ture. 

Conservation 

Like all other reptile species native to 
Hungary, £. orbicuhris is protected by law. Its 
’’theoretical value” (i.e. the penalty to be paid 
when harming a single specimen) increased to 
HUF 10,000 (approximately ATS 555) in 
1993 (source: Magyar Kozlony 1993/36. ”A 
komyezetvedelmi es teruletfejlesztesi minisz- 
ter 12/1993. (111.31.) KTM rendelete a vedett 
es fokozottan vedett noveny- es allatfajo- 
krol...”). While this law protects individual 
turtles it offers no protection against habitat 
destruction or alteration (cf. CORBETT 1989). 

The European pond turtle mainly became 
endangered due to the disappearance of wet' 
lands (KORS6S 1997). BAldi et al. (1995), on 
the basis of a ranking system developed after 
MlLLSAP et al. (1990), list E. orbicularis among 
the 74 most vulnerable terrestrial vertebrates 
in need of specific conservation action. Howe- 
ver, PECHY & Haraszthy (1997) believe that 
there is no need for such action (apart from 
the protecting of habitats), because the popu- 
lation as a whole is self-sustaining. With the 
permission of the National Authority for 
Nature Conservation of the Ministry of Envi¬ 
ronment, specimens were recently exported to 
Slovakia for a re-introductory project. Also 
WWF-Austria released a number of confisca¬ 
ted pond turtles illegally imported from Hun¬ 
gary (M. ROSSLER in litt.). 

Current projects 

The 'Toad Action Group” declared 1999 
the ’’Year of the European Pond Turtle”. 
However, no actual work was carried out, eit¬ 
her because the fund-raising efforts were 
unsuccessful or the available financial resour¬ 
ces were soon depleted (R.B. Sallai pers. 
comm.). A mapping program initiated by the 
same group, supposedly logistically supported 
by ’’Nymphaea Egyesulet” (= society), Turke- 
ve, has the task to investigate the River Ipoly, 


Lake Velence, the Hortobagy-Berettyo regi¬ 
ons, as well as the Koros river system. The aim 
is to identify egg-laying sites, to pinpoint pos¬ 
sible sources of danger to the individual popu¬ 
lations, and to set up educational projects. 

Another program started 1998 by the 
Hungarian Ornithological and Conservation 
Society, Budapest, provided initial financial 
support for the location of suitable habitats 
and viable populations of European pond turt¬ 
les in the Ferto-Hansag National Park, parti¬ 
cularly in the vicinity of lake Ferto (= Neu- 
siedlersee), but this project could not be con¬ 
tinued in the subsequent year. 

Studies conducted in the framework of the 
PHARE project No. HU 9203-W1/7/1992 
’’National Biodiversity Monitoring System”, 
should concentrate on mapping at the country 
or regional level, and support local monitoring 
of populations inhabiting selected ponds, 
observation of individuals, and basking, 
nesting and overwintering sites (KORSOS 

1997). 
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Zusammenfassung 

Der gegenwartige Kenntnisstand uber die 
Europaische Sumpfschildkrote in Ungarn wird 
zusammengefasst. Obwohl groBe, lebensfahige 
Populationen existieren, nimmt der Lebens- 
raum von E. orbicularis zunehmend ab. In den 
vergangenen Jahren initiierten mehrere 
Naturschutz- und Monitorprogramme MaB- 
nahmen zum Schutz dieser bedrohten Tierart. 
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